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Essay Contest, sponsored by the Draper Armor Leadership
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XXI Century — Digital Age.”

Riding To the Sound of the Guns:
Leadership in the XXI Century — Digital Age

by Major Scott L. Efflandt

In today’s era of vast change it is often
difficult to identify the path to victory.!
Clearly, our force’s success to date has
been built on the cornerstone of effective
and inspirational leadership.2 The words
of past mounted warriors — such as Stu-
art, Patton, and Abrams — and contem-
porary warriors — such as Ulmer, Bahn-
sen, Thurman, Franks, Tate, and Funk —
continue to resonate with timeless wis-
dom.? Yet because their words are time-
less, this sage advice cannot directly ad-
dress the forthcoming challenges peculiar
to leaders in the digital age. This paper
builds on our heritage to provide direc-
tion to Armored/Cavalry leaders in the
digital age. In short, I argue that the fu-
ture success of mounted warriors will
stem from our ability as leaders to look
beyond how we have been successful and
instead focus on why we have been suc-
cessful. Although counterintuitive to the
traditional AAR* method, such an ap-
proach is imperative for our branch to
outpace the current rate of change and
continue its essential service to the Army.

Our branch, metaphorically speaking, is
a horse at full gallop; now, we, as leaders,
must grab the reins and take charge of its
direction. Towards this end, I begin by
identifying the salient changes of the
digital age as they apply to our force.
These changes fall into two areas: a)
Leadership challenges relating to the
mission and, b) Leadership challenges
relating to soldiers. I close recommending

that Armor/Cavalry leaders respond to
these challenges with actions that are
both congruent with our dogma and fos-
ter that Armor/Cavalry state of mind.

The Digital Age

The economic and technological tri-
umphs of the past few years have not
solved as many problems as we thought
they would, and, in fact, have brought us
new problems we did not foresee. —
Henry Ford I

The rapid rate of change in so many ar-
eas clearly indicates the beginning of a
new era — the digital age. During times
of large and rapid change, the truly effec-
tive leaders are those who identify the
most significant changes and then enable
their organizations to act upon them.
Changes in the digital age relevant to the
Armor/Cavalry community fall into one
of two categories. The first category —
changes in military affairs — includes
changes that effect what missions we
perform and how we do them. The sec-
ond category — changes in personnel
affairs — encompasses those factors re-
lated to the soldiers we lead and how we
lead them.

Changes in Military Affairs

A revolution in military affairs (RMA),
by definition, occurs when a military
force fundamentally changes the way it
operates, within a brief span of time, in

order to gain an unprecedented and en-
during advantage.® A RMA does not de-
velop automatically from technological
advances as part of a teleological process,
but from the ability of military forces to
integrate new technology, change their
methods and/or organization, and con-
cepts of war.” In contrast, evolutions in
military affairs (EMA) develop from
incremental change and provide continu-
ity to previous generations. Evolving or-
ganizations, while they enjoy the in-
creased predictability that comes from
incremental change, become increasing-
ly vulnerable to organizations that ex-
perience a RMA. In effect, a RMA vic-
tory results from the leadership’s ability
to avoid relegating change to an EMA.

Technological advances and social
change in an environment are necessary
but insufficient for a RMA; it takes lead-
ership to complete the process. While
many see recent technology advances
enabling a RMA,3 significant changes in
three other areas also enable a RMA.
First, the nature of war is shifting. The
combatants are often irregular forces
seeking their own sovereignty with cross-
national allegiance.” Second, the methods
of warfare are changing. Peacekeeping
and peace enforcement duties, as well as
humanitarian operations, have increas-
ingly occupied the Army — a trend likely
to continue into the future.!® Finally, how
and who we fight has undergone massive
change. Increasingly, the Army deploys
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as part of a joint or multinational force
where several separate entities judge our
performance against varying criteria.!!

Changes in Personnel Affairs

In spite of the above changes in military
affairs, soldiers will remain the fulcrum
element of our force — yet they, too,
have undergone change. While the media
labels each generation of recruits as dis-
tinct — with terms such as Generation X
— Armor/Cavalry leaders need to enter
the digital age recognizing larger person-
nel changes. American society has un-
dergone a “skill revolution.” As a conse-
quence, people today are characterized
by: a) an increased learning capacity, b)
the ability to analyze causal sequences
and see their position in world events,
and c) the ability to recognize and articu-
late their values.!> At the organizational
level, our personnel are more demog-
raphically varied, dispersed, and inter-
connected throughout the active and re-
serve components than ever before.!3

Leading in the Digital Age

Clearly, before undertaking any change
to meet the digital age, an assessment is
in order. For over 150 years, the mounted
arm has been the decisive component of
Army operations. As Armor/Cavalry
leaders we must ask ourselves, how can
we further this tradition and avoid resting
on our laurels? Certainly we do not want
to end up like the Samurai of ancient
Japan who maintained internal order at
the expense of adequate preparation

against exterior threats. Clearly, the mag-
nitude of change associated with the digi-
tal age necessitates Armor/Cavalry lead-
ers effectively transforming the force.

Our task, as Armor/Cavalry leaders, is
to ensure our force contributes to the
Army’s mission in the digital age. “Lead-
ership is influencing people — by provid-
ing purpose, direction, and motivation —
while operating to accomplish the mis-
sion and improving the organization.”!4
Because “leadership is contextual,”!> the

from USMA

greater our understanding of the situation,
the greater our potential to reconcile it
with the task and personnel (see Figure
1).'o However, recognizing the potential
of a situation is necessary, but not suffi-
cient for success. Organizations triumph
when the method and direction leaders
provide exploits change. To identify the
best method and direction for Armor/
Cavalry organizations, respective leaders
should ground their actions against two
tenets. First, leader actions in response to
military affairs should reflect our dogma.
Second, leaders must continue to develop
in our personnel that Armor/Cavalry state
of mind.

Leadership and Military Affairs

In the final analysis, you should never

forget that the airplanes don’t fly, the

tanks don’t run ...unless the sons and
daughters of America make them do it. A
lot of people have been talking about the
great technology, but they’ve been talking
about that since the day I graduated [sic
in 1956]. — Norman
Schwarzkopf 7

Changes in military affairs do not by
themselves guarantee sufficient organiza-
tional change to produce a RMA — con-
sider the Polish cavalry in 1939.!% The
rate of change in military affairs and mili-
tary organizations are non-linear and
independent of one another (see Figure
2). Notably, the Army as a whole is at-
tempting to effect a RMA through infor-
mation dominance,!® new doctrine,?’ and
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Figure 3: Capitalizing on
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in many other areas — ranging from
force structure to training methods.

While the Army as a whole seeks a
RMA, this does not guarantee that all of
its sub-components will experience a
RMA or develop proportionally. Thus,
the ranks of Armor branch must initiate
their own RMA. We must avoid the
temptation to respond to the new condi-
tions of military affairs with incremental
improvements and thus perpetuate an
EMA. Because “organizational energy is
finite,”?! Armor/Cavalry leaders must
decide how and where to expend limited
resources, in response to the digital age,
to produce a RMA in their organizations.
We cannot allow changes in technology
to mask the larger changes in military
affairs, and in turn limit or dilute our or-
ganizational response. By adhering to our
dogma — a code of unfailing canons —
Armor/Cavalry leaders can identify the
important changes to act upon.

The function a military organization
performs on the battlefield — as opposed
to its methods — defines its dogma. The
respective dogmas of Armor and Cavalry
are: a) Decisive action through the com-
ponents of shock, firepower, and maneu-
ver or; b) Reconnaissance, security, econ-
omy of force. The value of these roles
remains timeless, as evident by their
execution on foot, horseback, helicopter,
and motor vehicles. Future Army mis-
sions will continue to require that these
two roles be filled. Armor/Cavalry lead-
ers must develop units that continue to fill
this role in the digital age. To perpetuate
the tradition, Armor/Cavalry leaders must
use our dogma as a guide to address the
impact of all changes in military affairs in
order to effect a true RMA within our
branch.

Leadership and Personnel

Armor isn’t a branch, it’s a state of
mind. Successful Armor leaders, caval-
rymen, and fighter pilots share similar
skills and mindsets. Systems are secon-
dary to their state of mind. — John Kirk?

Exceptional soldiers, troopers, and
crewmen have long been, and must con-
tinue as, the trademark of Armor branch.
This single element, more than any other,
has enabled victory. The Armor/Cavalry
soldier’s state of mind — marked by ini-
tiative, daring, and intellect — spans our
near 200-year history as a hallmark char-
acteristic. Leadership in the digital age
means developing this spirit and intellect
in our soldiers at every level, in every
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component. We cannot afford to define
our relationship with subordinates by
MOS, TO&E, or some other quantitative
paradigm.?> More than anything else,
ours is a branch about people!

Good situational awareness of the
changes in personnel affairs enables lead-
ers to capitalize on the opportunities af-
forded. Since the attributes and values of
today’s soldiers diverge from those of
previous generations, traditional methods
of developing soldiers become rendered
obsolete in the digital age. Fortunately,
our Army has a history of responding to
such change. In WWII, American GIs, as
citizen soldiers, lacked the disposition
necessary to attain the much-acclaimed
Prussian model of conformity and obedi-
ence.* Yet this “failing” was the very
reason for our branch’s success in the
hedgerows of Europe despite significant
doctrinal and equipment shortcomings.?
Previous generations of Armor/Cavalry
leaders capitalized on what the citizen
brought to the force by empowering sol-
diers with the requisite state of mind,
rather than attempting to shape all into an
“ideal” soldier.?

In the digital age, our subordinates will
operate in a variety of roles, but all of
these will require the personal fortitude
that embodies the state of mind that signi-
fies mounted warriors.”’ Rather than see
subordinate development in terms of
skills required for a duty position we
must: a) structure their development to
take advantage of the “skill revolution”
and, b) measure our success at develop-
ing them by their internalization of the
branch’s ethos. Ultimately our force is a
brotherhood — a social network — that
extends across active/reserve components
and beyond unit boundaries. Thus leaders
must recognize all components as one

force and personally communicate to
them the mission/intent, while taking the
extra time to help them grab the horse’s
reins. Personal interaction — as we nur-
ture, coach and mentor subordinates —
allows us to capitalize on the strengths of
today’s soldier and build trust. Confi-
dence follows from trust and enables the
necessary state of mind upon which our
future success rests.

Conclusion

Brethren, Armor and Cavalry is not de-
fined by the equipment we use, but by
what we do for the Army. As leaders, we
have a responsibility to continue serving
our soldiers and Army through initiative
and change. It is beneath us to stand by
and wait for the conditions that suit us,
instead we must position ourselves so that
we are always riding to the sound of the
guns — in whatever form that may take
(see Figure 3). Our dogma remains rele-
vant and should guide us to, and through,
the digital age. Shock, firepower, maneu-
ver; reconnaissance, security, economy of
force — we have a long history of exe-
cuting this dogma better than anyone
else. As a result, we owe it to the Army to
continue the tradition. This is our worthy
responsibility as leaders. We fulfill this
responsibility by both developing effec-
tive teams from high quality soldiers —
who have an Armor/Cavalry state of
mind — and capitalizing on the changes
in military affairs to lead a RMA.

Notes

IThis paper prepared for the 75th anniversary of
the Draper Leadership program. The contents
enclosed are solely the position of the author and
do not explicitly or implicitly represent Armor
branch, the U.S. Army, or the Department of
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